
What Am I?
GUESS THE MYSTERY item



page 1

Here are some clues:

My origins date back to  
16th-century Europe.
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Alcohol is essential  
to my design.
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I have a long history with  
the automobile industry.
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Food safety is  
important to me.
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I am a child of  
the Renaissance.
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My admirers have amassed  
quite a collection.
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Some U.S. states have  
banned one of  

my key ingredients.



page 8

I spend most of my time 
somewhere in between 

expansion and contraction.
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You would be surprised how  
easy it is to shake me off.
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Accuracy has been a  
lifelong goal of mine.
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People are split over  
how I measure up.
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I have a fascination with 
foreheads and ears.
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The number 134 has special 
significance for me.
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I have traveled  
into outer space.
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After World War II,  
I went infrared.
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What I say impacts the  
clothes that people wear.
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At auction, I fetched bids 
exceeding $100,000.
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Some people have  
swallowed me.
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I simply adore a  
well-cooked meal.
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Scientists associate me  
with absolute zero.



page 21

I am influential in  
the fields of medicine, 
meteorology, industry,  
and the culinary arts.
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My influence can be  
measured in degrees.
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Among my obsessions are  
the freezing and boiling  

points of water.
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Doctors use me  
to detect a fever.
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I am able to read and  
report temperatures.
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Can you guess  
what I am?
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Let’s take your temperature.  
I am a thermometer. 
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Introduction
A thermometer is a device that measures 
temperature. It is used in diverse fields like 
medicine, meteorology, industry, and the 
culinary arts. The earliest thermometers 
detected temperature changes using vials of 

liquids that would expand and contract as they were heated 
and cooled. Whether you want to check for a fever, bake 
a birthday cake, or dress appropriately for the weather, a 
thermometer is a handy device.
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Thermometer History
While the earliest concept of measuring 
temperature via the expansion and 
contraction of air dates back to 220 BC, the 
development of the first thermometer began 
in 16th-century Europe. Scientists created 
devices called thermoscopes, essentially a 
thermometer without a scale, from glass 

tubes that indicated changes in air temperature rather than a 
specific degree of heat or cold.
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In 1593, Italian inventor Galileo Galilei 
perfected his own thermoscope, 
experimenting with glass bulbs filled with 
wine and alcohol suspended inside a water-
filled tube that would rise and fall with the 
changes in temperature. In 1612, Venetian 
physician Santorio Santorio added numerical 
markings on the side of his thermoscope 
to create a crude medical thermometer to 
measure a patient’s mouth temperature.
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In 1654, Ferdinand II (pictured), the Grand Duke of Tuscany, 
advanced Santorio’s design by filling the glass tube with 
alcohol and then sealing off both ends to create the first 

modern thermometer. Despite these 
innovations, the thermometer remained 
mostly inaccurate with no standardized 
scale. Throughout the late 1600s, scientists 
explored ways to create a numerical 
temperature gauge that was tied to the 
freezing and melting points of water.
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In 1709, German physicist Daniel 
Fahrenheit (pictured) was the first 
to introduce a standardized scale on 
his alcohol thermometer. Just five 
years later, he developed a mercury 
thermometer that was found to 
be more accurate than those filled 
with alcohol. It became the industry 
standard by the 1720s.
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As medical doctors deepened their understanding of the 
connection between a patient’s fever and illness, use of 
thermometers became more prevalent. In 1867, British 
physician Sir Thomas Clifford Allbutt invented the first 
reliable medical thermometer that was small, portable, and 
accurate. It was also considered revolutionary since it was able 
to read a patient’s temperature after about five minutes.
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Over the next 70 years, 
thermometers remained mostly 
unchanged. Innovations like 
infrared technology developed 
during the post-war era provided 

quick and precise temperature readings taken from a 
patient’s ear or forehead. Digital thermometers quickly 
replaced traditional ones, as they allowed for easy and 
accurate results minus the toxicity of mercury.
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Discussion Starters
• Why do you think European scientists were  

leading the way in advancing the thermometer  
and other inventions?

• What methods do you employ to determine if you  
have a temperature?
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Temperature Scale
Before widespread adoption of the 
thermometer could occur, there 
needed to be an agreed-upon scale 
to standardize temperature readings 
across various devices. In 1724, 
Daniel Fahrenheit was the first to 

develop a scale that was based on the temperature of the 
human body, which at the time was set at 100 degrees (and 
later revised to 98.6 degrees).
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Zero degrees Fahrenheit corresponds to the 
temperature of a mixture of water, salt, and ice. He 

set the freezing and boiling points 
of water at 32 and 212 degrees, 
respectively. These two extremes 
were separated by 180 degrees on his 

scale. Although slightly modified today, the Fahrenheit 
scale is still used in the United States as well as a few 
other countries around the world.
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By 1742, Swedish physicist Anders 
Celsius (pictured) had developed his own 
temperature scale, known as the Celsius 
or Centigrade scale. Unlike the Fahrenheit 
scale, it was based on a numerical scale of 
100 degrees. In fact, the word centigrade 
is derived from Latin and literally means 
“100 (centum) steps (gradus).”
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According to the Celsius scale, water’s freezing point 
was set at zero degrees and its boiling point at 100 
degrees. The normal body temperature of a human 
being was set at 37 degrees centigrade. In 1948, the 

International Conference on Weights 
and Measures adopted the Celsius 
scale, and it was widely embraced 
around the world.
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In 1848, British physicist William Thomson (pictured), 
also known as Lord Kelvin, established another 

temperature scale based loosely on the 
centigrade scale. The Kelvin scale, as 
it was called, provided a wider range 
of temperatures, lending itself to use 
in scientific applications. It was based 
on Kelvin’s theory of absolute zero, the 
lowest temperature possible, where all 
molecular activity stops.
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He reasoned that everything, 
including air, would freeze 
solid at zero degrees Kelvin or 
absolute zero, which corresponds 
to –273.15 degrees Celsius. 

The Rankine scale, proposed by Scottish mechanical 
engineer William Rankine in 1859, extends Kelvin’s 
theory to the Fahrenheit scale, where absolute zero 
corresponds to minus 459.67 Fahrenheit.
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Discussion Starters
• Which temperature scale are you most familiar with 

and why? Did you ever learn the other system in school 
or through practical application? 

• In your opinion, should the whole world conform to 
one system of measurement? Why or why not?
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Other Innovations
There are a wide variety of 
thermometers used in the scientific 
and industrial fields to measure the 
impact of temperature on metal, 
magnetism, electric currents, 

and sound waves. At the extremes, cryometers measure 
extremely low temperatures like those that exist in outer 
space, while pyrometers register the very high temperatures 
of melted iron and other metals.
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In meteorology, a thermometer measures the 
temperature of the atmosphere, and taken together 
with the barometric pressure, wind speeds, and relative 

humidity, it helps determine a 
weather forecast. In the kitchen, 
a thermometer not only indicates 
when food is cooked to perfection 
but also when it is safe to eat. 
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Recent innovations have taken the 
thermometer to new heights and 
depths. Pill thermometers can be 
used to measure the body’s core 
temperature for up to 30 hours 

after being swallowed. Using radio waves, readings are 
transmitted outside an athlete’s body to monitor for 
heat-related illnesses like heat stroke.
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A nanothermometer can be employed to measure 
temperature variations at the cellular level. Using carbon 
nanocrystals that are injected into a single cell’s interior, 
this miniscule thermometer can detect tiny temperature 
fluctuations that could aid in the treatment of cancer.
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Discussion Starters
• If you were to develop a new thermometer, what would 

it measure and how would you use it? 
• In your opinion, what is the ideal temperature for 

sleeping? Why do you think men and women have so 
many disagreements over the thermostat? Explain.
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A Bit of Trivia
• The world’s smallest thermometer is 20,000 times 

smaller than a strand of hair and used to measure 
cellular-level temperature changes.

• Ethanol, which is found in solvents, 
antiseptics, fuels, and even alcoholic 
drinks, is the fluid used in many 
thermometers today. 
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• More than a dozen U.S. states have banned mercury 
thermometers out of safety concerns. 

• According to the National Institute of Standards 
and Technology, temperature is the second-most 
measured quantity in the world. Time is the first.
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• Richard T. Porter (also known as “the thermometer 
man”)(pictured) assembled the world’s largest collection 
of thermometers, which he displayed in the Porter 

Thermometer Museum in Massachusetts 
until he sold it to the founder and 
president of AccuWeather.com. A Korean 
War vet and former middle school 
teacher, Porter was recognized by Ripley’s 
Believe It or Not and the Guinness Book of 
Records for his impressive collection.
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Can You Guess?
1. The world’s largest thermometer, 
measuring 134 feet high, is located 
outside of Las Vegas, Nevada. Can 

you guess another significance 
about the number 134?
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Answer: 
It was the highest  

temperature ever recorded in  
North America, in 1934.
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Can You Guess? 
2. While Fahrenheit remains the official 

temperature scale for the United States and 
its territories, most other countries in the 
world use the Celsius scale. Can you guess 

any of the other four countries  
that also use Fahrenheit?



page 54

Answer: 
The Bahamas, Belize,  

the Cayman Islands, and Palau
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Can You Guess?
3. Early automobile models featured an 

external radiator cap with a thermometer 
to allow drivers to monitor the engine 

temperature at a glance. Can you guess what 
that gauge would eventually be known as?
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Answer: 
A hood ornament serving  

a purely aesthetic and  
branding function
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Can You Guess?
4. In 2012, one of Daniel Fahrenheit’s original, 

signed mercury thermometers was auctioned at 
Christie’s in London. Although it was feared lost 

for more than 40 years, the thermometer was 
privately held before being put up for auction. 
Can you guess the amount of the winning bid?
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Answer:
$107,802
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Can You Guess?
5. One of the downsides of a traditional 

thermometer is that it does not retain the 
temperature reading after being removed from 

the subject. Conversely, a registering thermometer 
allows for the temperature to be recorded and 
then read at a later time. Can you guess how a 

registering thermometer is typically reset?
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Answer: 
Shaking the thermometer  
manually resets it so that  

it can be used again.
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